D
espite public health efforts to encourage individuals to reduce their sodium intake, most adults in the United States still consume an average of 3,400 milligrams (mg) of salt per day, which is above the current federal guideline of 2,300 mg or less daily (Institute of Medicine [IOM] , 2013). Salt and sodium, often used interchangeably, are not the same. Salt, or sodium chloride, is a crystal-like compound used to flavor and preserve food. Sodium is one of the chemical elements in salt (U.S. Food and Drug Administration, 2013) .
Research has documented that reducing sodium intake reduces blood pressure and the risk of cardiovascular disease and stroke (IOM, 2013) . According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC, 2012), more than 800,000 individuals die each year of heart disease, stroke, and other vascular diseases, costing the nation 273 billion health care dollars in 2010.
In 2010, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) and the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) jointly issued the Dietary Guidelines for Americans (USDA & HHS, 2010) . One of the recommended goals is to "reduce daily sodium intake to less than 2,300 milligrams (mg) and further reduce intake to 1,500 mg among persons who are 51 years of age and older and those of any age who are African-American or have hypertension, diabetes, or chronic kidney disease" (USDA & HHS, 2010).
The IOM set Adequate Intake (AI) levels for sodium that vary by age. For individuals 9 to 50 years old, the AI is 1,500 mg/day; the AIs are 1,300 mg/day for those 51 to 70 years and 1,200 mg/day for those 71 years and older (USDA & HHS, 2010) . For adolescents and adults of all ages (14 years and older), the IOM set the Tolerable Upper Intake Level (UL) at 2,300 mg/day. These lower AI levels of sodium will become more significant as the U.S. population ages. Individuals 65 years and older represented 13.1% of the U.S. population in 2010 and are expected to represent 19.3% of the population by 2030 (Administration on Aging, 2011). Many adults continue to work after age 65.
Occupational and environmental health nurses can educate workers on the dangers of too much sodium and how to make better food choices. Understanding sodium in foods can be confusing because sodium content can vary significantly within food categories (Sidebar).
Occupational and environmental health nurses can also involve workers in reducing sources of sodium in the workplace. Work site food environments can be modified to identify lower sodium food choices in cafeterias and vending machines and to provide healthier food choices.
